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J

ussi Björling never took part in a complete performance of Bizet’s Carmen,
either on stage or in the recording
studio. Although in 1951 he was contracted to record the role of Don José for RCA
under Fritz Reiner’s leadership, he realized
he had insufficient time to learn the music
and was replaced by Jan Peerce. All we have
of his Don José is the flower song—“La fleur
que tu m’avais jetée”—which he performed
frequently on the concert platform. Two
studio recordings and twelve off-the-air
recordings (including two videos) survive
of him singing this aria. Björling performed
a number of other opera arias that weren’t
part of his stage repertoire in concert and
recital, but none of them were recorded as
often as the flower song.
There are very good reasons for this:
few arias offer us such a full portrait of the
character who is singing. It is Don José’s
only extended solo and it comes exactly half
way through the opera. In it he describes
the experience of falling abjectly in love
with Carmen: an experience that changes
the course of his life. An Andantino in D flat
major, the flower song can be interpreted in
many different ways, emphasizing different
aspects of Don José’s personality—and
recordings made over more than twenty
years (1938-59) demonstrate that Björling
himself varied his interpretation according
to his mood, the condition of his voice
and the context in which he was singing.
The melody is a beautiful one, which suits
his voice perfectly and unfolds without
thematic repeats. And there are very few
repetitions in Meilhac and Halévy’s libretto,
which thus enhances the aria’s impact as a
spontaneous outpouring of feeling rather
than a well-rehearsed musical routine.
Another feature is the frequent use of short
rests in the first part of the aria, which not
only provide useful breathing space for the

singer but suggest a degree of hesitation as
the character narrates his story, which tells
of his increasing obsession with Carmen
during the time spent in prison. We get the
impression that he is searching for the right
words to express his feelings as he goes
along.
The narrative is a very intimate one,
quite daringly erotic in its implications
for the 1870s: “Et dans la nuit je te voyais”
suggests a sexual fantasy.
In The Björling Sound, published in
2012, I describe Björling’s recordings of this
aria in chronological order, comparing him
to other tenors—particularly native French
singers whose discs have won critical
acclaim. Such comparisons help define the
characteristics that made Björling stand out
among the tenors of the 20th century. When
assessing for example beauty of timbre,
it is useful if one can illustrate through
comparison—in a wide-ranging repertoire—why his can be considered a richer
and rarer beauty than that cultivated by
the very agreeable voice of Nicolai Gedda;
a more distilled, refined beauty than that
displayed by the equally gifted Giuseppe di
Stefano. While one can better appreciate the
quality of his legato by pointing out where
it surpasses in continuity that of a singer
as musical as Carlo Bergonzi. On the other
hand, his range of dynamics, though often
impressive, seems less consistently imaginative if we compare him to a Fernando De
Lucia or an Ivan Kozlovsky.
Through these comparisons I had the
impression that it was possible to employ
with ever greater precision the detailed
vocabulary which has been developed to describe singing over the centuries—and the
English language is as well-endowed as any
in this respect. And when, almost two years
ago, Ralph Locke of the Eastman School
of Music suggested I start thinking about

Jussi Björling

another book, it seemed natural to take this
kind of analysis one stage further, avoiding
any preferential focus on a single singer.
My next book will focus on the recorded repertoire of eighty 19th century opera
arias. And for every aria chosen I select the
ten recorded performances, in audio and
video, that seem to me the most interesting
and representative. Chronologically the survey will cover the entire history of recorded
sound from the 1890s to the present day,
and for this reason I will favor arias that
were recorded fairly regularly for most of
that timespan.
This sort of comparative analysis has of
course been attempted in the past. Hermann Klein, who wrote long feature articles
for The Gramophone in the late 1920s and
early 30s, not only published surveys of
early acoustic and electric recordings of
arias such as Rosina’s “Una voce poco fa,”
Radamès’s “Celeste Aida,” the Pagliacci
Prologue and Dalila’s “Mon coeur s’ouvre à
ta voix,” but was also able to compare these
discs with the performances of legendary
19th century singers whose voices were
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never recorded and in some cases recall
what the composer himself had said about
performing the arias. Klein never met Rossini, but during his long career as a critic
(he was present for example at the first
London performance of Carmen, with Italo
Campanini as Don José) and singing teacher
(he had been Manuel Garcia’s assistant and
had sat next to him at that Bizet première),
he had had opportunities to converse with
Verdi, Leoncavallo and Saint-Saëns, as well
as Puccini and Wagner.
Another example of comparative analysis can be found in the appendix of John
Steane’s book The Grand Tradition, dealing
with seventy years of singing on disc, where
he compares six recorded performances of
a number of arias and Lieder, indicating—
like Klein—which version he finds most
satisfactory overall. He was a Gramophone
critic too, but these surveys were in fact
originally published in The Record Collector,
a quarterly magazine that has continued
occasionally to compare performances of
single arias in recent decades. Steane does
not however focus at all on Carmen, nor
does he include videos in his survey. There
were in fact quite a number of significant
video recordings in the archives in the
early 1970s, when he published his book,

but almost none of them were available
commercially.
One such archive recording was the
November 1950 telecast of The Voice of
Firestone, featuring Björling (who was in
New York for the new production of Don
Carlo at the Met) singing the flower song,
accompanied by Howard Barlow and the
Firestone Orchestra (DVD Kultur 2424).
And starting with that very fine performance, I have decided here to focus entirely
on videos, which challenge the writer to
describe what is happening simultaneously
in sound and images, to understand the
interaction between these two dimensions
and to relate them to what is happening in
the score. And although I did attempt something of the kind in The Björling Sound—
perhaps most ambitiously in relation to
the Firestone telecast of “Salut! demeure”
from Faust, which was compared with a
theatrical performance featuring Alfredo
Kraus—my comments here on performances by Björling, Mario Del Monaco, Plácido
Domingo, Jonas Kaufmann and Roberto
Alagna represent simply a first tentative
approach to describing what are undoubtedly five very different takes on the character. Since I have not yet started working
seriously on Bizet’s opera, my choices here
reflect a preparatory stage of the selection
process: not all of these performances will
necessarily be featured in the book, but they
are I feel significant enough to be taken
into consideration. None of them make use
of playback, which I tend to avoid where
possible because it reduces spontaneity and
diminishes our ability to make deductions
about the vocal technique of the singer.
Björling’s flower song is the only one
of the five that derives not from a complete
performance of the opera but from a TV
programme designed to offer easy access to
classical music by presenting it in a blandly
homogenized setting: in this case an elegant
drawing room. We see ladies and gentlemen in evening dress—the men in white
tie and tails—gathering for some domestic
music making. Björling goes through the
motions of selecting the music he will sing
and handing the score to a pianist. But he
is of course accompanied by the orchestra

and stands not by the piano but in front of
a painting showing a scene from the first
act of Carmen: Don José in the foreground
clutches the flower that has been thrown
tauntingly at him by the gypsy, who is
herself visible in the background. Björling
too clutches a flower, but in this case it is
handed graciously to him by one of the
ladies present, suggesting right from the beginning that the dangerous undercurrents
that can be heard in Bizet’s music will be
kept well under control in this performance.
The opening words of the aria, “La
fleur que tu m’avais jetée,” are marked “con
amore” in the score and initially the dynamics remain subdued: apart from a single
instrumental mezzo forte on “détester,” the
markings indicate piano or pianissimo, right
from the tricky opening F on the tenor’s
register break—which makes us hear from
the start how emotionally exposed the
character is.
When watching the first part of the
aria, we notice that Björling uses the flower
not only to focus his gestures, holding it
up in front of him, but also to maintain a
perfect posture for the smooth emission of
beautiful tone. He stands upright with his
chest raised and he breathes quite frequently in order to keep his lungs well stocked
with air to support the legato phrasing
and sweetness of timbre. And this breath
support lights up his face and energizes
his body too: despite his stocky figure he
becomes, while singing, visually as well as
aurally convincing as a romantic young man
in love. At the same time his love song remains somewhat spiritualized and abstract:
we don’t sense the psychological presence of
the woman whom he is addressing and who
has been mocking him sarcastically. In his
phrasing Björling avoids dynamic extremes,
but generally shows respect for Bizet’s
markings. His dynamics are subtly varied so
as to enhance our perception of the shape
of each phrase and the four gentle crescendos—which climax on the words “entières”,
“m’enivrais”, “détester” and “destin”—register clearly in the vocal line, although the
mood evoked is melancholy rather than
tensely erotic and curiously one of the
strongest words in the whole aria, “détester”,
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The objection to this interpretation
is that it conveys nothing of Don José’s
emotional instability: his simmering
violence, the erotic tension that is surely
implicit in his night-time visions of Carmen
in the prison. We can hardly imagine this
José killing the woman he loved (although
this is not necessarily true of all Björling’s
recorded performances of the aria) and
overall the rendition seems too emotionally
composed and perfectly rehearsed. It is certainly not cold or devoid of feeling, but the
emotions evoked are romanticized, albeit
without sentimentality. At the same time
the audience surely cannot but respond to
the enchantment of the singing; to Björling’s
ability to make time stand still during the
performance and to the sense of well-being
conveyed through the ease of his vocal
production. And this tendency to turn even
the most disturbing emotional experiences
into pure beauty is after all an intrinsic part
of the aesthetic of 19th century opera. Just
think—to refer to two works in the Swedish
tenor’s theatrical repertoire—of how gratifying to the ear the deeply tragic finales of
Un ballo in maschera and Aida can be for
the listener. The unsparingly realistic finale
of Carmen is of course a different matter,
but in the flower song, the romantic illusion
can, I believe, legitimately be sustained.
The performance by Mario Del Monaco was filmed live at the Bolshoi Theater in
Moscow in June 1959 (DVD VAI 4448). The
tenor, then forty-four, was the first Italian to
sing a leading role there during the Soviet
regime and audiences responded overwhelmingly to his performances. Alexander
Melik Pashaev conducted and the Carmen
was Irina Arkhipova. I don’t know the name
of the stage director, but the production was
clearly well thought-out and thoroughly
rehearsed. All the performers on stage take
their acting as seriously as their singing,
and Del Monaco is no exception. The performance is sung in Russian translation, but
the tenor most of the time adopts Achille de
Lauzières’s Italian translation, occasionally
resorting to the original French when performing a passage that was normally cut in
Italian opera houses. The Italian translation
is not a good one: the opening phrase of

GREG GORMAN LA OPERA

is sung with unexpected sweetness: suggesting the wisdom of a more mature man
looking back with a half-smile at his earlier
intemperance, rather than a painful reliving
of the gritty experience of imprisonment
and tormenting passion. And the gentleness
of this approach is favored by a tempo that
is arguably closer to an Andante than to
Bizet’s Andantino.
Unlike recordings of this aria made
by native French speakers in the mid-20th
century, Björling doesn’t attempt to reproduce the full range of verbal inflection that
we hear in everyday spoken French, and to
a certain extent this weakens the expressive
specificity of the interpretation. At the same
time, the compromise he offers between
precise articulation and beautiful tone is not
inconsistent with the principles adopted by
the 19th century French school of singing
and enables the voice to make music to
consistently pleasing effect, avoiding any
hint of nasality.
In the second half of the aria the voice
extends across a wider range, with stronger
dynamic contrasts, and reaching the end
we can fully understand why Björling was
so happy to sing this aria in concert: he
makes a perfect bel canto artefact of it.
Every phrase lies easily within his compass,
no single note is less than beautiful and he
shapes the melody with a strongly binding
legato, as musically as one could hope for:
witness the graceful diminuendos starting
from the sustained top A flat and G flat,
or the culminating phrase leading to the
B flat—“J’étais une chose à toi”—which
starts softly as prescribed and blooms
gracefully on the top note, without ever
becoming blaringly loud. The score of
course indicates, during the ascent to
the B flat, a rallentando and diminuendo.
This is difficult to achieve and not often
attempted, although Björling does diminish
the top note in a 1939 radio broadcast from
Hilversum. In any case, what we hear here is
master-singing even by Björling’s standards.
Of course the Voice of Firestone telecasts
were less vocally demanding than his usual
recitals and the presence of an orchestra
lends extra support to the voice, bringing
out its finer overtones.

Plácido Domingo

the flower song becomes “Il fior che avevi
a me tu dato,” which is not only ungainly
and syntactically remote from spoken
Italian but also suggests that the flower was
simply handed to Don José instead of being
thrown at him. It is worth remembering
however that Italian was the language in
which Bizet’s opera first achieved worldwide
popularity, even in countries like Britain
and the United States. The first London production in 1878, with Italo Campanini as
Don José, was sung in Italian, and the same
tenor introduced the opera to New Yorkers,
in the same language, later that year, at the
Academy of Music.
Listening to how De Lauzières’s text
sounds in Del Monaco’s voice, there is no
doubt that the words are delivered with
great conviction and clear diction. They
strongly affect the shape of the music,
more than is the case with Björling, for Del
Monaco’s phrasing is decidedly declamatory
in emphasis. In a number of phrases we
get the impression that he is declaiming on
pitch rather than shaping a melody. At the
same time his articulation of the words is
not as free and flexible as that of Björling.
He twice adds an extra syllable to the
name Carmen because he finds it difficult
to cut off cleanly after the final consonant
and when singing softly at the beginning
of the aria he suggests intimacy without
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creating a truly caressing effect, because the
voice becomes slightly nasal: the more the
volume is reduced, the less pure the vowel
sounds become. And although, as we see
here, Del Monaco was by no means incapable of singing softly, his technique did not
enable him to vary dynamics constantly and
effortlessly in every phrase as Björling does.
He needed to prepare his diminuendos
very carefully, and make the most of them
when he achieved them. Watching him in
close up, we become aware of the singer’s
technical maneuvers in a manner that can
become aesthetically distracting. But of
course Del Monaco plays to the gallery at
all times, and one cannot help admiring
the energy with which he puts across a
performance that is conceived above all to
generate excitement. Although we get the
impression that he is addressing Carmen
specifically in the opening and final bars, in
the middle section, when he speaks self-accusingly, he projects his voice and gestures
unashamedly to the back of the house. The
top notes, particularly the climactic B flat,
exploit the full ringing volume of his voice,
whereas Björling’s B flat in Bizet is not the
same sound he would employ in an aria by
Mascagni or Puccini. The sheer physical
impact of Del Monaco’s clarion upper voice
is however remarkable and was much more
overwhelming in the theater than in recordings. And it is interesting to observe how
he accompanies the end of the high note by
clenching his fist. This is an old theatrical
trick that may seem contrived in close-up,
but is in fact very effective when seen from
a distance, underlining it does the coordination between sound and movement. Overall
this performance is musically too compromised—with many of the phrases bruised
by Del Monaco’s muscular approach, and
by his noisy sobbing in the final line—to
be taken seriously into consideration when
selecting ten of the finest performances
of the flower song (the Italian tenor will
be featured however in other chapters of
my book), yet the singer does have a clear
conception of the character he is playing—
much more psychologically unstable and
emotionally volatile than the one etched by
Björling in his drawing room performance.

Jonas Kaufmann

And that character clearly combines macho
good looks, passionate feeling and a potential for violence which are all appropriate
for Bizet’s (and Mérimée’s) Don José. It’s
worth recalling too that Del Monaco was
much applauded in this opera not only in
Italy and South America, but also at the Met
and the Paris Opéra (where he naturally
sang it in French). The overwhelming
applause that greets his performance here
lasts for several minutes and does not cease
even after Carmen and Don José have started singing again.
Nineteen years later, at the Vienna
Staatsoper, another Russian Carmen, Elena
Obraztsova, sang opposite the José of Plácido Domingo (DVD TDK DV-CLOPCAR).
The production was by Franco Zeffirelli
and is truly beautiful to look at, if rarely
revealing in detail. Zeffirelli was also the
video director and although he avoids the
clumsy camera work that we see in Moscow,
which temporarily cuts off the upper part of
Del Monaco’s head, he makes it much more
difficult for the viewer to share the emotional impact of the aria, cutting irritatingly
to the conductor Carlos Kleiber during the
orchestral introduction and often presenting Obraztsova in the foreground during the
flower song: a decision that could possibly
be justified if her facial reactions were of
greater interest than they prove to be here.

And talking of faces, the then thirty-sevenyear-old Domingo (younger therefore than
both Björling and Del Monaco when they
were filmed in the aria) is as good-looking
a José as any featured here, but his dark
beard undeniably masks his facial expression, particularly since he is often seen at
an angle. His face is undeniably pleasing
to look at and surely sexier than either
Björling’s or Del Monaco’s (and of course
sexual attraction is a key factor in the plot
of Carmen), but it isn’t very mobile or as
specific in expression as it could be when
Domingo was clean shaven in this part (as
he was for example in a 1980 Piero Faggioni
production in Paris, available only in a technically fallible pirated video). As a result,
watching him close-up is a less interesting
experience than observing the faces of
the other singers featured here. He does
however act the part more specifically than
Björling, clearly addressing the song to the
rather unresponsive Carmen of Obraztsova,
while avoiding the hammy over-emphasis
of Del Monaco. His legato line is much
smoother than the Italian singer’s and
overall his phrasing is both more musical
and more obedient to the score, without
however matching the incantatory beauty of
Björling’s performance. Time does not seem
to stand still while he is singing, in spite of
Kleiber’s leisurely tempo and generous use
of rubato: indeed the aria seems to pass
by rather quickly without anything very
remarkable happening, leaving a certain
impression of middle-of-the road blandness. The workings of Domingo’s technique
are less obvious than is the case with Del
Monaco, but in some places this is because
he simply avoids the technical challenges.
He offers none of the skillful blending of
head and chest resonance that we hear from
Björling, and his is the loudest attack on the
opening F (“La fleur”) heard in this survey,
while later in the aria he attempts no diminuendo, as Del Monaco does, on the top
A flat. He does avoid however the ungainly
sobbing introduced by the Italian in the
final phrase, suggesting emotion through a
quivering of the line, an intensification of
the vibrato. And the rich, sensual coloring of the timbre—which is here carried
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effortlessly up into the top register—lends
immediate aural credibility to this José
and explains why Domingo was chosen, in
that very same decade, for two high-profile
studio recordings of the opera, conducted
by Georg Solti and Claudio Abbado. He was
in fact already very experienced in the role
when he sang this performance and his
French diction is fairly convincing, though
words sound less alive in this performance
than in the two we have already heard. Even
when Domingo’s softens his voice for “sa
douce odeur”, his piano is sweet but not
fully supported on the breath and the effect
is therefore diminished.
My own theatrical experience—of a
1984 Scala production with Abbado—tells
me that Don José was on occasion one of
Domingo’s most specifically conceived roles,
and in the Paris production I mentioned
earlier the tone is less luscious but the
words are much more vivid. In my book
I will probably include a performance by

Domingo of the flower song,
but will not I think choose
this particular version, even
though his voice is displayed at
its finest.
It is very likely on the
other hand that I will include the performance by
Jonas Kaufmann in a 2007
Covent Garden production
by Francesca Zambello and
Tanya McCallin (DVD Decca
074 3312). The conductor is
Antonio Pappano, while the
Carmen—in this case well
worth observing closely—is
Anna Caterina Antonacci.
My first impression is that
this performance would seem
to confirm that standards of
operatic acting have improved
over the past twenty years or
so. And of course camera-techniques have improved as well,
making it possible to capture
boldly conceived action with
ideal concentration of focus.
Both Kaufmann and Antonacci
are as interesting in close-up
as when seen at a distance—probably more
so, for their voices are arguably less suited
to projecting emotions on a grand scale that
those of Domingo and Obraztsova. Here
we have a very specific interpretation of
Don José as a psychologically unbalanced
potential murderer: the violence surging
within him is highlighted even during the
orchestral introduction, where thankfully
the focus remains on the stage (the TV director is Jonathan Haswell). Kaufmann, like
Domingo, has a problem with excessive salivation while singing, but this can be seen
here as part of a character portrayal that is
in no way conceived to charm the viewer—
in spite of the German tenor’s handsome
face and physique. The timbre of his voice is
surely the least attractive heard so far, with
the soft singing achieved by what looks at
times like a yawning technique: the throat
is kept open, but the timbre is dried out in
the process. At the same time Kaufmann
is more scrupulous in respecting Bizet’s

dynamics than any other singer featured in
this survey. He also projects the text with
a greater attention to every nuance than
Björling and Domingo; his French pronunciation more scrupulous in its accuracy.
Although he moves a lot around the stage,
none of the action seems superfluous or
distracting: everything simply heightens
the singer’s interpretation of the words. The
scene is visually of great interest because
we become simultaneously aware both of
the closeness of the two characters and the
distance between them: for the first time
here we clearly sense their underlying incompatibility and inability to communicate.
This performance of the aria makes the
tragic ending of the opera inevitable—and
we can already read fear in Carmen’s eyes.
The effect is theatrically compelling, but
it does make subsequent events seem too
predictable and condition the audience’s
response in a way that compromises the
complexity of the opera’s finale. Personally
I find it difficult here—and I had the same
impression when I saw Kaufmann in this
opera at La Scala in 2009—to warm at all
to his Don José, who is at once very weak
and very dangerous. As the action unfolds,
we increasingly come to observe him with
detachment, as if in a psychiatric case
study. And in the final scene he emerges
unequivocally as a psychopath, making
one sympathize exclusively with Carmen.
This diminishes the lacerating impact of
the original conception of Bizet and his librettists, who enable us to share simultaneously the points of view of both characters,
admiring Carmen’s courage in facing death
while empathizing with the distress of the
man who feels compelled to kill her.
This video also tells us something
about Kaufmann’s vocal technique, which,
like Del Monaco’s, is based on the lowered larynx, and which is in some ways
incompatible with the bel canto emphasis
on flexibility and beauty of tone which
is so well illustrated by Björling. In this
case however the muscular emission is
accompanied by an exceptional degree of
musicality which inspires Kaufmann to find
a way of sculpting phrasing with a delicacy
of nuance that in some ways surpasses the
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Swede’s, with the climactic ascent to B flat
sung exactly as Bizet prescribes. That B flat
is not in my opinion a beautiful note, but it
reinforces our perception of the character’s
emotional exasperation. In this case, a 20th
century aesthetic, sacrificing beauty of tone
to expressive realism, is applied to a 19th
century opera, but this is not necessarily an
illogical choice, for Carmen is undeniably
a forward-looking work that thrives on the
greatest possible realism, and of course the
audience’s perception of what is realistic
changes with the passage of time.
This helps us understand why a director as controversial as the Catalan Calixto
Bieito, who has often proved gratuitously
provocative in his Verdi stagings, did a good
job with Carmen (DVD CMajor 7073081). He updated the action to around 1980,
as we can see in Alfons Flores’ setting for
second act in a 2010 Barcelona production,
which eschews any picturesque detail in the
presentation of the gypsy camp and focuses
the action around an automobile (the video
director is Pietro d’Agostino). There is no
doubt that the caressing romanticism of the
flower song, here sung by Roberto Alagna, contrasts somewhat with this setting.
But Alagna mediates fairly successfully
between the 19th century libretto and a
present-day conception of the character.
He is the finest French exponent of the
role since George Thill and his only real
rival in this opera at present is Kaufmann.
The Carmen we see lying on the ground
is also French, Béatrice Uria-Monzon. In
this production too Carmen is seen early
on as the potential victim of a violent man,
although Alagna seems less psychologically
disturbed than Kaufmann, and we have in
this case the pleasure of hearing a Frenchman singing in his native language. He
underlines verbal nuances less obsessively
than Kaufmann—partly out of a desire to
underplay the romanticism of a text that is
nonetheless interpreted here primarily as a
declaration of love, not as a manifestation of
psychological unease—and his observance
of dynamic markings is more casual than
the German tenor’s. The timbre is pleasing,
rather than outstandingly beautiful, but
there are no ugly notes and the distinctive

Stephen Hastings in Salt Lake City, June 13, 2015

vibrato lends extra vitality to the words:
note here the imaginative engagement of “sa
douce odeur.” In the past I felt that Alagna’s
voice was less immediately recognizable
than those of the great tenors of earlier
generations, particularly in the Italian
repertoire, where he tended to imitate, in
different roles, singers such as Luciano
Pavarotti or Franco Corelli. In this later
stage of his career however I find his voice
more individual, particularly when he is
singing in French. His technique moreover
is less “visible” than those of Del Monaco or
Kaufmann. Like Domingo, he tries to give
the impression of singing as naturally as
possible, but he doesn’t avoid the challenge of the piano attack at the beginning,
although his F is hardly as cleanly poised
on the breath as Björling’s. More than any
other tenor here he clearly addresses every
word of the aria to Carmen and seems to
genuinely love her. He too displays violent
moods—before singing the aria he thrust
her to the ground—but notice how gently
he lies beside her at the end and reaches out
to touch her delicately, and how logically he
justifies a loud climax on the B flat with a
surge of desperate warmth as he approaches
her. We feel that with this Don José—whose

good looks are more reassuring than
Kaufmann’s—a happy ending is still possible, and this will make the final scene of
the opera a more involving, less predictable,
experience.
Books change quite a lot during the
writing process and my chapter on this aria
may end up contradicting some of the first
impressions I register here. The past six
months of work on the book have taught me
in any case that it is less important to decide
which is the finest performance of any
particular aria than to grasp the uniqueness
of what each outstanding artist has to offer.
Comparison remains a necessary means to
achieve this end, but will be increasingly
accompanied, I hope, by a genuine love for
the individuality of artistic achievement,
and with that love will come, I trust, some
sort of understanding. n
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